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other on the Red Sea is a journey of a thousand kilometres.
A traveller to the capital from the Persian Gulf has to cross
250 miles of almost waterless desert, of barren limestone
ridges overlaid and parted by belts of sand, slowly rising
all the way to the plateau of the Tuwaiq Mountains, the
backbone of Arabia. But between the ribs of the range are
deeply hidden villages and towns, flanked north and south
by fertile groups of oases, Al Qasim and Jabal Shammar
on the one hand and the Wadi Dawasir on the other.
Beyond them, as large as France, are rich highlands, the
country of Nejd, grazing-ground of the great Bedouin tribes.
As they rise they become more and more fertile until they
end suddenly in a great declivity, an obstacle of narrow and
twisting valleys going down to the Red Sea: the Hejaz,
or "barrier."

The journey undertaken by the British Minister, Sir
Andrew Ryan, in 1935 meant traversing the whole of this
vast country. It meant staying for a time in the capital,
Riyadh, the city of gardens deep in the fastness of the Jebel
Tuwaiq, and seeing there the hitherto hidden and long
unaltered life in the Arabian oases. While we were there
we might be able to see and hear enough to know whether
the new state would endure or fall.